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This study investigates the practice and frequency of marriages amongst bi-
racial couples in Chatham, Ontario between the years of 1901-1921. With the use 
of census, birth, marriage records, and oral interviews this study both highlights 
and analyzes the population density and settlement patterns of bi-racial couples 
settling in the Chatham area.  This study emphasizes how external factors affected 
the population size and settlement patterns of these families. It also finds a gradual 
shift away from the use of terms indicating mixed-race heritage such as “mulatto”  
suggesting a hardening of racial lines.  This gradual shift reflects power relations 
in regard to status as well as highlights evidence of racial fluidity and 
contradictions in racial labelling and identity during this time period. Research 
suggests that even in the absence of formal “miscegenation” laws, the study of 
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 In North America, the historic reality of racial divisions and conflict has long 
been ignored by the wider, particularly white, population. Those who did acknowledge 
racism and ideas of racial inferiority saw it as a thing of the past. In mainstream historical 
studies, race relations within a North American context usually focussed heavily on 
slavery and the civil rights movement/ activism during the latter half of the 20th century. 
However, in 2020 the topic of race relations came to the forefront with a new sense of 
urgency. No longer neglected or viewed as an issue of the past, events in 2020 have 
established race relations in North- America as an urgent issue. Racial predatory policing 
of Black communities, unequal access to social mobility and unequal distribution of 
privilege and power has long been a conversation amongst Black communities and 
leaders. However, it was rarely discussed at a global level and it did not create such a 
powerful demand for change. Recent events such as the killing of George Floyd and 
Breonna Taylor, two unarmed African Americans at the hands of American police 
officers intensified the conversation of race and power at a broader level. Resembling 
early historical events such as the beating of Rodney King in 1992 by four police officers, 
the events intensified the unrest of already frustrated African Americans and became the 
catalyst that sparked demonstrations throughout America, global anti-police brutality 
protest and with many countries acknowledging the inequality and oppression African 
Americans have and still face. These events not only reignited the Black Lives Matter 
Movement that was founded in 2013, it put a spotlight on the racial divide that has 
plighted North America since the civil rights movement. It called for a global revaluation 




white privilege and its oppressive restraints on the Black community externally but also 
internally.  
While the Black Lives Matter movement has sparked an interest in Black history 
throughout North America, much of it has still focussed on the atrocities of slavery and  
the civil rights movement. These topics are undeniably essential, but one topic that has 
received more limited attention is the history of interracial marriage amongst Blacks and 
whites and or the bi-racial category that came from such unions. Much of the research on 
interracial marriage in North America tends to focus on racial ideologies of the time and 
how that defined attitudes towards interracial unions, and the creation of “miscegenation” 
laws against intermarriage. Little research has been done on the experiences of the people 
who defied those laws and attitudes and chose partners from outside their socially-
defined racial categories. “Miscegenation” laws, established to criminalize those who 
engaged in both intimate and marital relations outside of their racial group, were formally 
enforced in America and informally in Canada “from the 1660s to the 1960s.”1 Despite 
these formal laws, marriages amongst Blacks and whites did occur, regardless of 
anxieties concerning racial purity.   
Although interracial relationships happened throughout North America, the 
majority of scholarship on this topic is American. Few literary works examine the 
Canadian experience. Though it differs from its formal practice in America, the study of 
informal, socially constructed “miscegenation” laws in Canada are important to the 
understanding of race relations in North America as a whole. The informal incorporation 
 
1 Peter W. Bardaglio, “Shameful Matches”: The Regulation of Interracial Sex and Marriage in the South Before 1900,” 
in Sex, Love, Race: Crossing Boundaries In North American History, ed. Martha Hodes (New York: New York 




of these laws into Canadian society not only provide insight into race relations between 
the white and Black communities, but it also provides extensive internal insight of the 
Black communities’ ideals of race and how it aligned or differed from the white majority 
and its American counterparts. By highlighting formal and informal miscegenation laws, 
race is no longer a dichotomy, but rather subjective and sometimes ambiguous. It also 
provides understanding into the reach of white privilege and supremacy within the Black 
community and how it influences colourism in respect to bi-racial children.  
 With emphasis on unions between Blacks and whites, this paper will first explore 
the historiography of interracial relationships in North America from both an American 
and Canadian perspective. Using Chatham, Ontario as a case study, the second half of 
this paper uses census data and oral history to provide an analysis of bi-racial marriages 
and families with primary focus on the period from 1901-1921. This research found that 
in Chatham during this period, race related terms such as “mulatto” that suggested the 
mixing of races was slowly replaced with terms that no longer identified bi-racial 
heritage. It also revealed that marriage trends consisted almost exclusively of Black men 
and white women which emphasizes power relations in regard to status. Lastly, the use of 
oral interviews highlights evidence of racial fluidity and contradictions in racial labelling 










Beginning with the United States and consulting the works of Robinson, Bentley 
& Foeman and Nance, I will review how historians have used “miscegenation” laws to 
explore the history and prevalence of interracial marriages. Beginning with recent 
literature, Dangerous Liaisons: Sex and Love in the Segregated South, Charles Frank 
Robinson II used state court cases and census data to examine the history of anti-
miscegenation law in the south following the Civil War. Robinson finds that Southern 
states became increasingly motivated to create miscegenation laws to deter marriage and 
relationships across the colour line because whites grew increasingly worried about the 
social equalities these unions could suggest. All the while, interracial sex outside legal 
marriage continued to be socially unacceptable but less threatening to white supremacy 
and the white patriarchy. With this, Robinson continues by describing the way Southern 
lawmakers targeted white women and Black men through laws. He argued that interracial 
sex amongst Black women and white men was tolerable because it did not disturb the 
white patriarchy while “public, domestic interracial relationships" 2 were viewed as a 
threat and generated far more social anxieties. 
Discussing the topic chronologically from pre-Civil War, Reconstruction, 
Redemption, the 1990s, the Progressive Era and the 1920s with focus on Alabama, 
Arkansas, Louisiana, Texas, and Oklahoma, Robinson highlights how the political 
atmosphere in America influenced the emergence and enforcement of anti-miscegenation 
laws in the south. Claiming that although these laws came under scrutiny and were harder 
to enforce in the latter half of the 19th century during reconstruction, southern states 
 






continued to reinforce such laws. And although such laws became increasingly more 
difficult to enforce, public intolerance of interracial marriages became particularly 
intense when cities and smaller towns began passing their own anti-miscegenation laws. 
However, even with more strict laws and heavy policing of such relationships, interracial 
marriages and relationships continued.  Robinson states that by manipulating the law 
many couples were able to avoid punishment by claiming to not in fact be an interracial 
couple in cases of what he calls “Color Closeness”3. This means that to avoid  the law 
some couples would claim that the Black partner was not Black based on the state’s legal 
definition and or the white partner would claim to be Black (also referred to as 
“passing”). Also, couples could avoid legal prosecution by maintaining informal 
relationships and never marrying.   
 However, Robinson focuses almost solely on the history of anti-miscegenation in 
the South and says little about the experiences or motivation of such unions. This method 
is somewhat problematic because in many cases, due to his lack of testimony from 
couples he is unable to entirely address his claim that couples were indeed lying about 
their racial identity. Although Robinson discusses how Blacks perceived interracial 
marriages in chapter 7, titled “Black Voices,” his book fails to fully explore the new 
racial categories these marriages created nor did he suggest how these unions transformed 
Black-white binary ideas of race. Instead, Robinson’s main objective is to chronicles the 
increased anxieties whites felt regarding racial purity, due to the increase in the number 
of mixed-race people following emancipation.4 
 
3 Robinson, Dangerous Liasons,xiv. 




 However, Robinson contributes to the study of interracial marriage because he 
includes the positions of Blacks when other works on the topic tend to centralize white 
opinions.  Although Blacks were publicly averse to interracial marriages, many still 
viewed anti-miscegenation laws as "wicked devices designed to make the seduction of 
Black women easier.'"5  Blacks proceeded to battle the enforcement of such laws legally 
to fight for racial equality and end further abuse of Black women. Robinson provided an 
example of a case of a Black delegation successfully overturning a federally proposed 
anti-miscegenation bill by arguing the measure would “give white men the freedom to do 
what they wanted with impunity”6.  Although Robinson also provides an abundance of 
examples of the conversation of white women with Black men, he also discusses how 
Blacks “expressed concern about the welfare of Black women and children born from 
interracial unions. [because] African Americans understood that the statutes gave white 
men the right to impregnate Black women without the fear that they would have to 
support the women or the biracial child.”7  
Robinson’s chapter on Black perspectives of “miscegenation” laws is also 
significant because it mentions not only interracial children born from these unions and 
the effects this had on colourism within the Black community, but also the relations 
between Black women and white men. As noted previously, studies regarding interracial 
relationships tend to focus on the anxieties that arose from the concern of white women 
establishing relationships with Black men, disturbing the white patriarchy and racial 
purity.  Robinson explored the way the interracial consciousness and anxieties within the 
 
5 Robinson, Dangerous Liasons,118. 
6 Robinson, Dangerous Liasons,118. 




Black community were manifested in hierarchies which favoured lighter skin tones and 
European features. This hierarchy led Black leaders such as Nannie H. Burroughs to 
criticize men for “selecting virtueless light-skinned women as wives over more refined 
and virtuous darker women. […] stating that these same men have fits about Black 
women associating with white men and yet…. See more to admire in a half-white faced 
owned by a characterless, fatherless women than those who are thoroughbred, legal heirs 
to the throne”8. This quote not only sheds light on divisions within the Black community 
regarding the position of bi-racial women, but also displays the hostilities Black women 
had towards white men who neglected, abandoned, and failed to acknowledge their bi-
racial children born of wedlock. 
 Nancy Bentley, an English professor at the University of Pennsylvania also 
contributes to the study of anti-miscegenation laws throughout the 20th century. 
Published the same year as Robinson’s work, her article, “Legal Feeling: The Place of 
Intimacy in Interracial Marriage Law,” Bentley uses anti-miscegenation law in the 
United States to evaluate how “power of sentiment” and social anxieties had a large 
impact on the formal policy9 and how “interracial intimacy bespeaks a national history”10 
by defining American-ness as the “prohibiting [of] Black-white heterosexual couples 
from forming families and withholding legitimacy from their descendants.”11  
By examining the cultural forces of intimacy and legality and the use of speeches, 
novels and court cases, Bentley discusses the assertions intimacy can make on legitimacy 
and the stigma that intimacy can provoke. Claiming that the prohibiting of “Black-white 
 
8 Robinson, Dangerous Liasons,124. 
9 Nancy Bentley, “Legal Feeling: The Place of Intimacy in Interracial Marriage Law,” in Chicago-Kent Law 
Review(2003),773-774. 
10Bentley, “Legal Feeling”,774. 




marriage defines the outlines of a national culture,”12 Bentley explores  what she refers to 
as the “public history of intimacy.”13 She began with the height of the slavery crisis and 
evaluated President Abraham Lincoln’s speeches between the years of 1832-1858.  By 
assessing the “laugh lines” of Lincoln’s speech, Bentley illuminated  the dominant social 
ideologies of the time in regard to Black women. For example, Lincoln’s statement “"that 
because I do not want a negro woman for a slave, I do necessarily want her for a wife"14 
was meant to illicit laughter, stigmatizing and ridiculing those who would willingly 
participate in such a union. 
 Similar to Robinson, Bentley states that “Although the anxiety concerning the 
genetic mixing of racial populations ran high, it is striking that interracial sex was not the 
chief target of these marriage prohibitions. Indeed, the same laws that newly banned 
interracial marriage often decriminalized or reduced the penalties for Black-white 
concubinage-the sexual relationship white men would frequently establish with Black 
women.”15  This leads her to the same conclusion as Robinson, that legal interracial 
marriage was far more feared and shameful than informal sexual interracial unions. 
According to Bentley, the motive of anti-miscegenation laws was to prevent the social 
mobility of Blacks. Although racial mixing and acquiring property through inheritance 
was undesirable, the main objective was to prevent Blacks from acquiring legitimate 
documentation that would impose on “intimate feelings for and ethical confirmation of 
middle-class norms.”16 Claiming that these intimate feelings:  
 
12 Bentley, “Legal Feeling”,774. 
13 Bentley, “Legal Feeling”,775. 
14 Abraham Lincoln, Speeches & Letters of Abraham Lincoln, 1832-1865 ed. Merwin Roe (London: J. M. Dent & Sons 
Ltd and in New York by E. P. Dutton & Co,1912), Kindle location 1254. 
15 Bentley, “Legal Feeling”,777. 




had its origins in economic and social developments, intimate family feeling 
became the discernable mark or seal to authenticate a domain of pure humanity. 
And marital feeling, above all, was the "seal of truth" on the human. Because true 
marriage was established voluntarily by free individuals, and presumed a lasting 
community of love between spouses, the ideal of marital intimacy bespoke the 
noninstrumental development of the highest human faculties and relations. 
Intimacy, understood as universally human and wholly private, in that very 
privacy tended to serve the specific ends of a bourgeois society seeking to 
reproduce its own social and class relations. But this structure meant that it was 
intimacy that proved the validity of the social and not vice versa. Feeling 
preceded the law.17 
 
  Bentley explains how reviewing law offers a different approach and 
understanding of interracial marriage and anti-miscegenation laws in the United States. 
Although she does not provide much context on the origins of its racial atmosphere of the 
time, she provided many examples of people who did enter interracial marriages and 
included their voices. This article also provides a thought-provoking perspective on how 
anti-miscegenation laws have been used to not only deter interracial marriages, but also 
as a way to annul marriages. Bentley’s article, however, contributes very little to the deep 
cultural roots of interracial marriage, how it evolved over time. She also makes no 
reference to the biracial identity of children that arise from these marriages, which 
reflects the way the literature has focussed almost entirely on Black-white relations. 
 Anita Kathy Foeman and Teresa Nance also contribute to the topic of interracial 
relationships. Using statistical evidence as well as dissecting common myths regarding 
interracial unions, Foeman and Nance provide a detailed history of interracial 
relationships in the United States. Focusing exclusively on African Americans and 
European Americans, Foeman and Nance state, “No other mixture touches off such 
 




widespread condemnation as Black-White mixing.”18 Their research, however, finds that  
interracial marriages at the time of the study were still rather uncommon, claiming that 
“Blacks outmarry less than any other non-White group.”19 Differing from other works on 
this topic, the study of social fears and the absence of statistical and census data as 
sources leads to the assumption that these relationships occurred in higher numbers than 
documented.  
 Although it is only discussed briefly, Foeman and Nance disagree with other 
writers on the source of the policing of bi-racial unions and “miscegenation laws”. While 
Robinson and Bentley argued the laws were meant to curtail racial mixing and upward 
social mobility by Black People, Foeman and Nance argued the laws stem from the 
slavery period. Quoting Charles E. Smith, they come to the conclusion that “the hostile 
history of Black-White intermixing in this country stems primarily from White plantation 
owners forcing themselves onto Black women without benefit of marriage, romance or 
any status that might be associated with an affair.”20 They go on to say “this practice 
became so widespread... that laws were enacted against the social association between the 
two races.”21   Although this is a plausible explanation, women living on plantations prior 
to the Civil War were viewed as the property of white plantation owners under the law. 
Therefore, Black women would have been subject to such atrocities without formal 
protection under the law. Few other historians have argued that “miscegenation” laws 
arose from the ideas that Black women needed to be protected from white men.  Most 
historians have argued that the laws originated from socially constructed images of Black 
 
18 Anita Kathy Foeman and Teresa Nance. "From Miscegenation to Multiculturalism Perceptions and Stages of 
Interracial Relationship Development." Journal of Black Studiex 29, 4(1999):541. 
19 Foeman and Nance, “From Miscegenation to Multiculturalism”,541. 
20 Foeman and Nance, “From Miscegenation to Multiculturalism”,541. 




women as sexual deviants who were held accountable for their supposed enticement of 
the white male gaze. 
 However, the work of Foeman and Nance is valuable because the scope of their 
article is fairly broad and it continues the discussion of interracial marriage into the late 
20th century. It also touches on the evolving stigma of biracialism and how biracial 
children identify. Providing a comparison of how authors in a short time frame have 
understood the formation of identities in children, Foeman and Nance present older 
works on the topic from authors from the early 1960s. They argue that earlier works 
asserted that “individuals with biracial heritage lack firmly established self-identities. As 
social outcasts, they exist between two cultures and are not allowed close to the social 
center of either group to become “whole” selves. Such peripheral social placement leaves 
biracial children scarred and incomplete.”22 In comparison, more recent works by social 
scientist “have concluded that some biracial individuals see themselves as multicultural 
rather than marginal. Some suggest that biracial children, like any non-majority 
individuals, can evolve toward a sense of pride and positive uniqueness. These 
perspectives move biracial people and couples from the periphery to the center of the 
global village.”23 The inclusion and comparison of ideologies of identity in biracial 
children adds to the study of interracial marriage in North America by helping to further 
the understanding of how ideas of race have transformed over time. It also reveals how 
historians and social scientist alike have recently attempted to understand race as 
nonbinary.  
 
22 Foeman and Nance, “From Miscegenation to Multiculturalism”,547. 




 Although the goal of this paper is to examine how the topic of interracial marriage 
has been discussed in a North American context, thus far all the literature analyzed has 
focused on the United States.  This is largely due to the fact that Black Canadian history 
is greatly underdeveloped in comparison to the United States. According to James W. St. 
G. Walker, Black Canadian experience has been overshadowed by “Canadians perceiving 
themselves to be tolerant of racial and cultural diversity, to process a history of equal 
treatment towards all, to have avoided the syndrome of racism so evident south of the 
border.”24 , Although in comparison to the United States, Canada does not have such a 
deep past with slavery,  this has not deterred racist sentiment and or prevented interracial 
marriages to emerge in a similar manner. 
  Sociological work on interracial marriage in Canada also tends to focus on 
comparing the Canadian and American experiences. This trend is apparent in in the work 
“Cross-Country Variation in Interracial Marriage: a USA–Canada Comparison of 
Metropolitan Areas” by Feng Hou, Zheng Wu, Christoph Schimmele and John Myles. As 
Sociologist from the University of Toronto and Victoria, the authors use census data to 
argue that “demographic constraints are more important than social integration factors in 
determining USA–Canada differences in the prevalence of interracial marriage.”25 
Comparing marriage patterns between the United States and Canada, this study finds that 
“While Black–white intermarriage is uncommon in the USA, Blacks in Canada are just as 
likely to marry whites as to marry Blacks.”26 Stating that “about 16% of Black men and 
 
24 James W. St. G. Walker, "Race, "Rights and the Law in the Supreme Court of Canada: Historical Case 
Studies(Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier University Press,1997),18. 
25 Feng Hou, Zheng Wu, Christoph Schimmele & John Myles. “Cross-Country Variation in Interracial Marriage: a 
USA–Canada Comparison of Metropolitan Areas," in Ethnic and Racial Studies 47,3 (2005):1591-1609. 




7% of Black women have a white partner in the USA, compared with 62% and 49% in 
Canada.”27 
 Attributing the distinct difference in interracial marriage patterns to historical 
cultural differences between the two countries, the authors state that “the legacy of 
slavery in Canada is less pervasive than in the USA, and the large-scale plantation 
slavery in the USA did not exist in Canada. Nor did Blacks in Canada experience the 
anti-miscegenation laws of their US counterparts.”28  Although the study finds that “as in 
the USA, Blacks in Canada are more likely than other minority groups to report 
experiencing discrimination,”29 Blacks participate in significantly more interracial 
marriages than in the United States. They argued that the main reason for this is the 
demographic differences in Canada, with a much smaller Black population within which 
to marry. Stating that “although people may prefer to marry within their racial group, 
there must be an adequate pool of suitable matches for this preference to be realized […] 
The national population composition of the USA is 72% white, 13% Black and 5% 
Asian. The Canadian population is 80% white, 2% Black and 12% Asian.”30 With Blacks 
making up only 2% of the population, dating within one’s race becomes difficult due to 
the limited numbers. This study adds a noteworthy perspective to the topic of interracial 
marriage in Canada because it uses recent statistical data to show how Canada’s smaller 
participation in slavery has led to a smaller Black population of Blacks in the country. 
Although some disparities remain and these findings have been questioned, a significant 
portion of literature suggests this had led to Black exogamy and further integration of 
 
27 Feng, Wu, Schimmele, and Myles. “Cross-Country Variation in Interracial Marriage,”1591. 
28 Feng, Wu, Schimmele, and Myles. “Cross-Country Variation in Interracial Marriage,”1593. 
29 Feng, Wu, Schimmele, and Myles. “Cross-Country Variation in Interracial Marriage,”1593 




Blacks into Canadian society in comparison to the United States with deeper racial 
tensions.  
  Another article by Feng Hu and John Myles titled “Interracial Marriage and 
Status-Caste Exchange in Canada and the United States” offers a comparative analysis of 
interracial marriages in Canada and the United States.   This work looks at the status-
caste exchange theory that is typically used to explain both the benefit and fear regarding 
interracial marriages in an attempt to see if the same model can be applied to interracial 
relationships in Canada.  To define the theory, Hu and Myles state, “the basic idea was 
that Blacks of low socio-economic status (SES) would hardly ever marry whites but high 
SES Blacks would sometimes marry lower-status whites through a process of status-caste 
exchange. The high SES status of the Black partner would compensate for the presumed 
loss incurred by the white partner as a result of marrying into a lower caste.”31 In the 
attempt to see if a similar model can be applied to interracial marriages in Canada Hu and 
Myles use statistical data acquired from Statistic Canada to find that the theory of status- 
caste change does not apply to interracial marriages in Canada.   
 The authors found that this status- caste exchange theory does not apply to 
Canada due to the small population size of Blacks, the infrequency of racial segregation, 
decreased opportunities for racial endogamy as well as the increase of education in 
women and minorities. Stating that “The lack of any support for the status exchange 
theory in Canada suggests that historical ‘starting points’ matter. In the United States 
where the historical ‘starting point’ was characterized by slavery and the long-standing 
use of anti-miscegenation laws, racial intermarriage was a rare event and, though rising, 
 
31 Feng Hou and John Myles. “Interracial Marriage and Status-Caste Exchange in Canada and the United States.” 




remains so, compared to rates of Black intermarriage in Canada.”32  This study adds to 
the topic of interracial marriage in both the United States and Canada by  considering 
how  socioeconomic status affects  interracial marriage patterns are greatly determined by 
a county’s cultural history pertaining to race relations.  
 Although the previous two articles are by the same authors, they both illuminate a 
significant pattern in Canadian literature regarding the study of interracial marriages. The 
first is that the lack of a history of formal laws to prevent interracial marriage makes it 
difficult for historians and sociologist alike to document the presence of such 
relationships over time the way it is in the United States.  Secondly, the fact that these 
works are by sociologists is significant, as few historians have focused on the topic of 
interracial marriage in Canada compared to historians in the United States. Historians in 
Canada have looked at other legal issues relating to Black people, such as Discrimination 
and Denial: Systemic Racism in Ontario's Legal and Criminal Justice System, 1892-1961 
by Clayton James Mosher and The Gavel and the Veil of Race: “Blackness” In Ontario’s 
Criminal Courts, 1858-1958 by Barrington Walker. These works look at many topics 
related to Black people and the law in Canada, but do not look at marriage or 
intermarriage between Blacks and whites.  
Overall, this literature review suggests that American literature on interracial 
marriages is much larger than it is in Canada, largely because of the longer and more 
extensive history of slavery in the United States, as well as the extensive “miscegenation” 
laws in many parts of the country throughout the first half of the 20th century.  In the 
United States, historians have analyzed interracial marriage in the context of race 
 




relations and ideologies established through the institution of slavery.  What little 
Canadian literature on the topic exists has been written by sociologists rather than 
historians, and it attempts to explain interracial relationships in terms of how it compares 
to the United States.  From this review it is apparent that in order to fully develop the 
study of interracial marriages in North America, more research needs to be done on the 
history of interracial marriage in Canada, as well as the experiences of biracial families. 
Most historians addressing interracial marriage fail to explore the family dynamics of 





















Chatham’s Black Community 
 
The history of interracial relationships in Canada is limited in both inquiry and 
research. Aside from the marginal nature of this topic in comparison to its American 
counterparts, the few Canadian scholars working on the topic tend to be sociologists, who 
focus on more recent years, rather than trying to explore the larger history of race and 
race relations in Canada.   This need to contextualize the history of interracial marriage is 
why it is important to look at the history of the Black community of Chatham, Ontario, 
the setting of this case study. This section will look to illuminate the existence of 
interracial unions in the context of where these people chose to settle. This section will 
highlight the historic settlement patterns of the Black people in Chatham Ontario, and 
how these interracial couples fit, offering insights into race relations within the city. It 
will also reveal where/if the biracial children produced from these unions fit into society 
as well as attempt to document the how these children were identified racially. 
With the abolition of slavery in Canada on August 1, 1834, Canada acquired its 
name as the “promised land” and was viewed by Blacks enslaved in the United States as 
a safe haven free of the bondage and conditions in the American South. Following the 
abolition of slavery and the emergence of the Underground Railroad, the numbers of 
fugitive enslaved peoples escaping to Canada increased greatly.  Communities and rural 
areas throughout Southwestern Ontario became the home of many newly free Blacks due 
to its proximity to the American border. Although there is much debate on the exact 
numbers of Blacks who were able to escape and settle in Canada, renowned historians 




able to escape to Canada following the abolition of slavery.33 However, this growth in 
Canada’s Black population was short-lived because both during and after the American 
Civil War in 1861-5 many freed Blacks returned to the United States to join war efforts 
and or to be reunited with family members after  the war concluded and slavery was 
officially abolished in the United States. 
 Chatham, approximately 50 miles from the American border at Detroit, was 
predominantly white prior to the abolition of slavery. Beginning in the 1830s, Black 
settlers began moving to the area. After 1850, with the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act 
in the United States, which allowed people who enslaved others to re-enslave people who 
had escaped, the Chatham area experienced an influx of Black immigrants. However, this 
influx of Black settlers was perceived as a threat by the area white residents.  In many 
cases, residents of Southwestern Ontario communities such as Amherstburg reacted 
negatively to a drafted proposal for the establishment of a settlement for fugitive enslaved 
peoples in places such as Elgin County in 1849, claiming that “There is but one feeling, 
and that is of disgust and hatred, that [they] should be allowed to settle in any township 
where there is a white settlement. The increased immigration of foreign Negroes into this 
part of the province is truly alarming.”34 Similar concerns were found in Chatham where 
residents “argued that property values would decrease because Blacks, ‘being lazy, would 
let their farms run down ... Crime would increase, White Canadians would suffer from 
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the Black odour. Blacks would try to marry white girls, with the result that a "mongrel" 
population would be produced and the white race would be downgraded’35”36 
However, this negative reaction of the community did not deter fugitive enslaved 
peoples from using the Underground Railroad to escape and relocate to small Canadian 
communities. According to Michael Wayne’s assessment of the 1861 census, Blacks 
continued to settle in Chatham and the Black population was approximately a total of 
1252 people, accounting for approximately 28.4% of  Chatham’s total population which 
was significantly higher than the Black population of larger cities such as Toronto (987 
Black people) and Windsor  (533.)37 However, following the American Civil War, many 
of the 57% of immigrants who had relocated to Canada West from the United States38 
began moving back to the United States and as a result Chatham’s Black population 
along with the Black population in the rest of Canada West began to decline into the 20th 
century. This gradual decline of the Black population resulted in Blacks making up 4.9% 
of the total population of Chatham by 1911. While this marked a decline, Chatham’s 
Black population was still large comparatively, almost 3% above Canada’s national 
average of 2%.39  
 Many have assumed that due to Chatham’s high percentage of Black residents 
and their participation in the Underground Railroad, race relations in that community 
were not as tense as they were in the American South. However, this is a mistaken 
assumption.  Although Canada did not practice and or institute formal Jim Crow Laws, 
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Blacks living in Canada were subject to discrimination, prejudice and other forms of 
systemic racism that affected their ability to fully integrate into Canadian society as 
equals. Furthermore, before this paper can fully discuss the relevance and informal 
practice of interracial relationships in Chatham, it is important to provide further context 
of the racial landscape of the community during the focal period of this paper, 1901-
1921. 
Although segregation was not formally instituted by law as in the United States, 
Canadians made conscious efforts to alienate the black population. As Mosher argued, 
“Whites were successful in limiting Black access to public schools. With the exception of 
the city of Toronto, Blacks were barred from many of the public schools in all of Upper 
Canada, as a result of the passage of the 1850 Common School Act of Ontario”40 that was 
not formally abolished until 1964. This act allowed Black children to attend public 
schools with white children, where no separate schools for Black children had been 
founded. However, if a separate school had been established for them, all Blacks could be 
compelled to attend.”41 This meant that Canada West/Ontario had de-facto school 
segregation in many areas. 
 Furthermore, although residential segregation was not a legal practice, by close 
analysis of both the 1911 and 1921 census years we find that the majority of Chatham’s 
Black residents lived in census subdistricts 74, 75, 80, 81 and 82. These districts are 
commonly referred to as Chatham’s “East End” which was mainly separated by the train 
tracks on its Southern border and its most densely populated streets being Duke St, 
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Wellington E , Princess, Scane, Foster, Colbourne, Murray, Hyslop, Park E, Degge, King 
St E and Prince Street S. As a mixed white and Black working-class   neighbourhood, the 
East End gained a reputation as being the less affluent area of the city due to the visible 
economic disparities and underdevelopment of the area in relation to the rest of the city. 
As Carmen Poole notes in her study of race relations in Chatham, the “East End was 
impoverished spatially, economically, and historically by powerful whites who believed 
that the East End space and the working-class whites, immigrants and African Canadians 
who resided in it could not thrive, by virtue of their race and/or class, and were therefore 
worthy of neglect and contempt.”42 Not only was the Black community marginalized 
within the confined space of these subdistricts, the residents were also confined by 
occupation type with a majority of its male residents working as unskilled labourers and 
women working as domestics.43 
 As the census data shows, Chatham’s Black population was limited in where they 
could buy and rent homes within the city. And although there were no formal laws put 
into practice by the provincial or municipal government such as the case in the United 
States with “Redlining”44, there are documented accounts of racially discriminatory 
housing practices being exercised by the majority of Chatham’s white residents. In an 
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interview conducted by Carmen Poole, a local by the name of B.Metts recalls how her 
son had a difficult time finding an apartment outside of the city’s East End and even with 
proof of work and financial history he was turned down without the landlord providing an 
adequate explanation or reason.45 
 The testimony of other interviewees in Carmen Poole’s work supports the 
existence of informal Redlining lasting into the mid-20th century.  Some claimed that they 
would set up apartment viewings with landlords with properties outside of the East End 
and upon arrival to view the apartment, the landlord would claim the property was no 
longer available. Others recall calling about properties they had seen listed as available 
for rent and being told the property was no longer available to rent46 when property 
owners became aware of their race. 
 Unfortunately, informal redlining was not the only form of racial inequalities 
Chatham’s Black residents faced. Many people Carmen Poole interviewed others who 
commented on not only their own experiences with racism in the city, but also provided 
detailed accounts of the experience of their parents during the early 20th century. 
Interviewees also reported experiencing racism verbally, physically and through limited 
job opportunities. 
 Chatham’s racial tensions are also made apparent through the evaluation of court 
records. In a detailed study of Ontario’s criminal courts between the years of 1858-1958, 
Barrington Walker found that from 1907-1917 of the 183 criminal cases documented, 16 
involved Black defendants. When specifically looking at the crime of theft, there were 52 
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documented cases, four of which involved a Black defendant. In comparison to the white 
defendants, the punishment of Black defendants was double the highest sentence given to 
a white defendant who was charged for the same crime.47 He also found that in the case 
of crimes such as robbery, Blacks were charged in greater frequency in comparison to 
whites and officials were also more likely to be reluctant to charge whites with robbery 
because of the sentence it entailed.48 These court cases speak to the criminalization of 
Blacks in the area disproportionately to whites. Unequal sentencing is telling of the racial 
divide and tensions during this time period, thus providing historical evidence of 
Chatham’s history of racially predatory and oppressive practices. 
  To move onto the focal topic of this paper, racial tensions were particularly high 
in regard to romantic relationships between Black men and white women. For example, 
newspaper articles appearing in Chatham newspapers that referenced interracial relations 
provides insight into the public’s sentiment and ideologies in regard to interracial 
relationships. Most of these articles were about incidents outside of Chatham, but they 
still offer insights into the way the dominant white population viewed these relationships. 
On February 6, 1914 Chatham’s local newspaper the Chatham Planet ran a story about a 
crime committed in Los Angeles where a young Black man named Charles Guton was 
convicted of highway robbery and sentenced to 30 years in prison for allegedly stealing a 
kiss from a white woman.49 Although this crime was not committed in Chatham and did 
not have a direct impact on the community, the inclusion of a stories such as this can be 
interpreted as an indication of alignment with the community’s stance on said topics 
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regarding the mixing of racial groups. The reactions of the public to this news story 
provides further insight into anxieties Chatham’s white community felt in regard to 
interracial relationships and shows that these tensions, even in the absence of formal 
laws, were not exclusively American. 































MIXED-RACE MARRIAGES AND FAMILIES IN CHATHAM, ONTARIO 




For the case study of interracial marriage in Chatham, the primary sources used 
include census data from the years 1901-1921, and oral history interviews conducted by 
other researchers. One interview was with Chatham resident Beulah Cuzzens (1907-
2003) conducted by Vidya David on November 3rd, 5th and 25 of 1980.The other is an 
interview with Jennifer Miss, Beulah Cuzzens’ niece, for the project Breaking the Colour 
Barrier: Wilfred “Boomer” Harding and the Chatham Coloured All-Stars (1932-1939) 
conducted on October 5, 2016 with Alastair Staffen.  These sources will be used to 
further explore Chatham’s bi-racial residents and their experiences.  
For the purpose of this study, census records are important for establishing the 
size of the bi-racial population, average income and occupational trends in relation to 
both the Black and white community. Census records also provide insight into the 
settlement trends of these families and as a result provides a deeper understanding of 
racial ideals of the time and how they impacted said families socioeconomically. 
Although census records are effective and allow for the identification of vital private 
information about bi-racial families and insight on how they were labelled racially, they 
are limited to mostly categorical and numerical data.  With the study of bi-racial unions, 
census data only presents evidence of formal relationships every 10 years which may not 
be an accurate representation of the prevalence of unions of this sort. Therefore, census 
data is limiting to the scope in which bi-racial relationships can be studied by making the 




presentation and recording of census data in regard to race categorization is subject to 
change as ideals of race evolve over time and were also made at the discretion of the 
person responsible for collecting the data. 
As a field and method of historical research, oral history is instrumental in 
creating a more inclusive history by its inclusion of minority and or other groups who 
have been overlooked historically. “With the rise of social history and historians’ 
increasing concern for writing a more inclusive, democratic history, oral history since the 
1960s has been championed as a tool of activism and advocacy”50 With its increase in 
popularity from the 1960s-1970s, oral history has slowly gained credibility for its 
contributions in fields of study such as women’s history, social history, the study of 
minority ethnic and racial groups and many other academic disciplines. Though 
traditional historians and academics have been skeptical of oral history, arguing the oral 
history is unreliable due to the subjectivity of memories and how they are easily distorted 
by bias, and time, it is undeniable how important it is to share historical authority. 
Providing marginalized groups with a voice, oral history produces a complete picture of 
history that is sometimes missing from traditional historical recounts. With focus on 
filling in historical gaps, oral history provides valuable information on the social 
complexities of society, forgotten histories and the experiences of ordinary people, 
families and communities.   
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Analysis of Census Records and Oral Histories 
 
 In order to better understand and contextualize Chatham’s census records between 
the years of 1901-1921, it is important to first address the pre-existing marriage patterns 
amongst Chatham’s Black population and aware of changing terminology used to 
describe people of African descent, or people of mixed African and European heritage. In 
a reassessment of the 1861 manuscript census of Canada West, Michael Wayne found 
that the Black population was dispersed much differently than previously thought. While 
finding that the Black population was much larger and prominent and less likely to 
encourage the separation of Blacks and whites socially, Wayne also uncovered that of the 
approximate 17,000 Blacks listed in the census, 385 Black men were listed as having 
white wives.51 
 Census records also display the use off the term “mulatto”. However, with 
comparison to later census years, it may have simply referred to a lighter skin tone, rather 
than people who had one Black parent and one white parent. For example, in the 1861 
census Chatham listed 373 of its residents as being mulatto, and it is unlikely that they 
were all children of interracial relationships.52  Rather, the interracial relationships 
(whether consensual or not) may have occurred much farther back in their family lines, 
likely in the slavery era. Another record from 1844 highlighted by historian William 
Newman referred to some school children as “bright Malattoes,”53  suggesting the term 
merely referred to skin tone. 
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In later census years, the use of the term “mulatto” was used less frequently. By 
the early 20th century, Black people were identified as either “Negro” or “African,” with 
“Negro” used more commonly. While the term “mulatto” appeared in the 1901 census in 
relation to children of mixed Black and white heritage, that term was not used by 1921. 
For example, in the 1921 census only two interracial couples are recorded living in the 
East-End, one of which was between a Black man and an English woman, Andrew and 
Sarah Harding, and the second a Black man and an Indigenous woman, Byron and Bertha 
Freeman.54 Both the Harding and Freeman family had multiple children, all of which are 
categorized ethnically and referred to as “Negro” in the census report with complete 
disregard to their biracial parentage. 
 As noted earlier, while Michael Wayne’s evidence suggests intermarriage was 
more common in Canada in the 1860s, by the early 20th century, this had declined, at 
least in Chatham. Of the 528 Black residents living in Chatham at the time of the 1901 
census, the survey indicates that there were approximately six biracial families living in 
the city limits.  Household names included Chase, Deen, Wilson, King, Parker and 
Harbert: all households aside from the Wilsons was headed by men. However, all six 
families had employment in unskilled service industries revealing the limited job markets 
for Blacks in Chatham.55  Of the six families, three list a Black male as the head of 
household, one lists a “mulatto” male head of household, and the other described a 
widowed White woman as head of household with “mulatto” children.  
With closer investigation of the 1901 census records, insight into the social 
climate of the time can be obtained. For example, the three bi-racial families with a Black 
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male head of household lived in a predominately Black neighborhood. The settlement 
patterns of these families shows that mixed-raced families like Black families reflects the 
economic and social status of the head of household (i.e., the father). As identified in the 
census records, all the mixed raced families headed by a Black male lived in lower 
income neighbourhoods with the father listed as a labourer. 
 One family in the 1901 census, John Deen who was Black, was recorded as living 
with his white wife Elizabeth Deen and his stepson George Dugan, revealed some 
discrepancies and ambiguities in racial identification56. Census records show that the 
Deen family lived in the city of Chatham in sub-district 5, a lower income neighbourhood 
with both Black and white residents that worked as labourers.  The stepson, George 
Dugan, was listed as white. He may have either been a child of a previous marriage of his 
mother, Elizabeth Deen to a white man, or he could have been born out of wedlock.    In 
1901, she was living with her husband John, as well as   his widowed mother and brother 
who are also listed as Black. However, George’s racial identity is not clear, due to 
discrepancies in the census entry. George Dugan is listed as White in colour, yet African 
in race, while his mother Elizabeth is listed as a white English immigrant. Therefore, 
there is a possibility that George was biracial, and Elizabeth’s previous husband or 
partner was also Black. This discrepancy could just be a clerical error, or it could mean 
that the census taker was indicating he had a light complexion but was still of African 
heritage. 
 Although there is only one documented example of a blended bi-racial family 
like the Deens, in Chatham’s 1901, 1911 and 1921 census,  the family’s existence shows 
 




that although it was not common, it was not forbidden. This case could also suggest that 
similar family dynamics occurred in Chatham without formal marriage but went 
unnoticed due to the fact that it is common for census to undercount non-white people. 
Being formally documented also raises questions about whether or not other widowed 
white women engaged in informal relationships with Black men after their husbands 
died. At a time when it was difficult for female-led household to survive, some widowed 
white women may have sometimes chosen to marry Black men. It also raises questions 
about the family and community dynamic, such as how did Elizabeth’s son interact with 
John’s family? If the couple had other children, how did the stepson relate to them? How 
did this blended biracial family interact with other families in the neighborhood and what 
was George’s experience as a white child living in a predominantly Black neighborhood, 
and how did it affect his dating and marriage pool of women? Without further evidence, 
it is difficult to know, but the questions are important to consider.  
 Similar questions are raised by the record for Tilda Wilson, a widowed White 
woman who was recorded in the 1901 census as the head of household living with her 
two Black daughters Orleane and Beetress. This entry provides insight into the social 
climate of the time because although she is White, she still lived in a predominantly 
Black neighbourhood. This suggests that either she continued living in the 
house/neighbourhood she had shared with her husband while he was alive, or she was not 
welcome in the predominantly white neighbourhoods because of her Black daughters. 
This case also shows that the term “Mulatto” was not always used to describe biracial 
children. This aligns with atypical ideologies of the time that deemed race a dichotomy 




neglected  to use the term “mulatto”  due to the “one drop rule” prevalent in the United 
States which  “conforms to a long-standing logic of racial identity that holds that a single, 
non-white ancestor, or ‘one drop’ of non-white blood, is enough to categorize that person 
as Black.”57 
 Of all six of the biracial families included in the 1901 census report of Chatham, 
the King family raises the most questions regarding the nature of racial identity and 
privilege during this time period58. Fred King is the only “head of family” from 1901-
1921 census categorized as “Mulatto,” a sharp decline in numbers compared to the 1861 
census where 373 individuals were as “Mulatto.”59 It is unknown whether or not 
“mulatto” was a term that this individual used to describe himself, or if the person 
responsible for taking the census used this term. It is also not known if the term “mulatto” 
was being used to describe a person born from bi-racial relationships, or an indication of 
complexion and physical features that was at the discretion of the census taker. This entry 
also raises questions about racial categorization because the entry states that Fred and his 
white wife had four children, all of which are listed as white and are recognized 
nationality wise as Canadian. This is different from the way the children of the other 
biracial families all the children are categorized, who were described as “Negro” or 
African. 
This entry on the King family both implies and confirms the practice of fair 
complexioned biracial people having the ability to “pass” as white in order to gain social 
privileges and or benefits they would not be entitled to if categorized as Black.  This 
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could also be in direct relation to or result of racial relations around property inheritance 
in the States.  Exemplified through “the US Supreme Court’s decision in Plessy v. 
Ferguson (1896) in particular, the legal status of white identity as something that held 
property value—a value that could be easily misrecognized or even misplaced through 
miscegenation— assumed a prominent place in the US cultural imaginary.”60 This meant 
that the ability to pass as white legitimized and guaranteed benefits such as land 
inheritance. It is possible that this fear led to the gradual hardening of racial lines due to 
the fear of how miscegenation could allow for the social mobility or Black in Chatham 
which is why the term was gradually used less over time. This could also be a result of 
the dwindling Black population as a whole, meaning that with smaller populations, it 
made more sense for census takers to lump the groups together in a similar fashion to 
how later census years started lumping whites together in one group opposed to 
separating everyone by their origin county. 
 The 1911 census of Chatham sheds further light on the documentation and 
prevalence of bi-racial families dwelling in the city. However, of the six families that 
were included in the 1901 census, only one family, the Kings appear in the 1911 census61. 
Although it is difficult to verify, there could be several reasons for this absence.  Families 
such as the Deens could have moved back to the United States since the head of 
household John and his mother Adline were identified as being immigrants from the 
United States.  Secondly this could suggest that families may have moved out of the city 
to different metropolitan areas in hopes of finding better paying jobs. 
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 The 1911 census highlights three new families, the Harberts, Vincents and 
Parkers.  Of the three households, the Harberts and Parkers were headed by a Black male. 
The Vincent family provides an example of a white man being married to a Black woman 
and living in a predominantly white neighbourhood. The rarity of white men marrying 
Black women in Chatham reflects a larger pattern in North America at the time. 
Historically, white men legally marrying a Black woman was rare (as it would have 
conveyed status and property to the Black woman), but informal unions were more 
common, when white men held considerably more power over Black women.  White men 
held the upper hand, and could extract or force sexual interaction without offering 
marriage as well. ”62  Due to population sizes, informal relationships between white men 
and Black women were documented more frequently in America, and evidence of the 
fears surrounding said unions can be found as early as 1864 through political cartoons 
such as the Miscegenation Ball depicted in figure 2. 
Other information about the Vincent family found in the census indicates they 
were of higher socio-economic standing than the mixed-race families with a Black father. 
They lived at 86 Joseph Street, and the other census entries in the surrounding area do not 
list any other Black or bi-racial families in the area63. Although the Vincents did not have 
domestic servants, the location of the house near the center of the city, distanced from the 
East-End and other predominantly Black neighborhoods, confirms the couples’ middle-
class economic standing. The couple’s social standing is also made apparent by their 
neighbours having employed, live in domestic help, a luxury only available to middle to 
upper-class white families.  
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Comparing Neil and Emma Vincent to the other unions between Black men and 
white women, it is apparent that the idea of “caste exchange”64 is relevant.    For white 
men, choosing to marry a Black woman could lead to a loss of status  due to the social 
ideologies regarding race at the time. Black men, however, would not lose status by 
marrying a white woman, although a white woman could lose status by marrying a Black 
man. This trend is clear by looking at the addresses of the interracial couples in the 
census from 1901-1921. In every case of unions between Black males and white women, 
the families lived in predominantly Black neighborhoods, even in the case of widowed 
white women such as Tilda Wilson. The couples with Black men and white women lived 
exclusively in lower status areas designated to the Black class of unskilled labourers, 
whereas the Vincents lived in a predominantly white middle-class neighbourhood. 
 At the time of the census, the Vincents did not have any children. They also did 
not appear in the 1921 census. This means it is not possible to compare how their 
children, if they had had any, compared to the way other children of interracial couples 
were described in the census, and whether Neil Vincent’s social standing as a white man 
affected the way his children were categorized.  
 Although census data provides a great deal of information about population size 
and settlement patterns of Black communities between the years of 1901-1921 and allows 
us to approximate the numbers of mixed families in Chatham, it does not speak to the 
experiences of those families. The social climate and experiences of those families are 
best examined through personal testimonies. Two interviews with Beulah Cuzzens 
conducted by Vidya David on November 3rd, 5th and 25th in 1980, provides insights into 
 




her life as an African Canadian in Southern, Ontario. Beulah Cuzzens, whose maiden 
name is Harding, is one of the six children of Andrew and Sarah Harding who were 
mentioned earlier as being one of the two interracial families found in the 1921 Chatham 
census. Cuzzens’ interview describes the social stigmas and experiences of interracial 
families during the early 1900s.   
Documents and sources on Andrew and Sarah Harding are useful for gaining 
insights into interracial marriages for several reasons.  Not only is this couple present in 
multiple census reports, interviews with their daughter Beulah provides insight into the 
life experiences of this family that would otherwise be unknown and or speculated about. 
The couple’s marriage records (Figure 3), shows that although both Andrew and Sarah 
were Canadian and interracial marriage was legal in Canada at the time, they were 
married in Detroit on December 2, 1904. However, this marriage certificate raises 
questions about   racial categorization. Although Andrew was identified as Black in 
Canadian census records predating (and post-dating) his marriage to Sarah, he is recorded 
as white on his marriage certificate.65 Being designated as “white” on the marriage 
certificate could have been a clerical error, or Harding may have claimed “whiteness” to 
avoid any official scrutiny of their marriage. This could suggest that interracial Canadian 
couples also used passing or “color closeness”66 in order to be formally married, a 
concept introduced by Charles Robinson in his book Dangerous Liasons: Sex and Love in 
the Segergated South. Robinson explains how couples were able to avoide prosecution 
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and anti-miscegination laws  by claiming that the Black partner was not Black based on 
the state’s legal definition and or the white partner would claim to be Black.  
While Andrew and Sarah Harding were categorized as white on their marriage 
certificate, the 1921 Chatham census identifies Andrew as “Negro” and Sarah as English. 
When discussing her family’s racial identity, Cuzzens states that the family was indeed 
interracial. Cuzzens states that although her parents did not discuss the opposition of their 
union in great depth, she was aware that both her mother and father’s parents did not 
approve of the marriage stating that her mother’s side “the Holms disowned her and the 
Hardings were angry about the marriage too.”67 Although she does not state this 
explicitly, this may explain why the couple chose to be married outside of the 
communities where they were raised. This also suggests that at the time of their marriage 
in 1904, despite lack of formal “anti-miscegenation” laws, interracial relationships were 
not socially acceptable for Black and white families living in Chatham.  
Despite the opposition from both families, Cuzzens states that her mother was 
able to integrate into Chatham’s Black community due to her position and identity within 
the Baptist Church as an organist. In this case, Cuzzens suggested that social and family 
ties, rather than race, allowed her mother, Sarah, to integrate into a Black environment.  
 The experiences of the Hardings’ children, however, offer some insight into racial 
ambiguity in the early 20th century. Scholars have written about the social constructs of 
race during the early 1900s, and the issue of  Black people “passing” as white had 
 







received much attention. As previously mentioned, race was viewed as a dichotomy by 
mainstream cultures, making “passing” or the existence of a third racial category a source 
of fear and resistance.  These non-binary categories threatened the racial hierarchy and 
provided an escape from the oppressive nature of the racial code practices in both 
America and Canada. The act of passing was recognized by whites and added another 
layer of fear to the racial tensions that were already in circulation. When discussing the 
topic in relation to the American context, James M. O’ Toole states 
The absence of a clearly defined place for mulattoes in society inevitably 
reinforced another fear: that some of them had found a way to violate the 
American racial code, successfully pretending to be white instead of Black. Black 
and mulatto passing as white was taken not only as a contravention of the natural 
order; it was also a sin made more grave by the deception that lay at its core and 
the nagging suspicion that inferiors were putting something over on their betters. 
The apprehension that a person one knew, a man one's daughter might literally 
marry, would turn out to be Black instead of white was a haunting one.68 
The act of passing also created panic and furthered the distrust between the Black and 
white community because it challenged the socially constructed and heavily relied upon 
dichotomy of race and “it implied that the racial classifications on which so much seemed 
to depend had no real meaning at all.”69 
 Much like the American context, the act of passing was used “Whenever a 
minority group is oppressed or is the subject of discrimination, some individual members 
attempt to escape by losing their identity with the minority and becoming absorbed into 
the majority.”70 However, as we can see in the Canadian context through the Harding 
family, the act of passing may have been more flexible. This means that bi-racial children 
 
68 O'Toole, James M. "Passing: Race, Religion, and the Healy Family, 1820-1920." Proceedings of the Massachusetts 
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had the ability to use their racial ambiguity when beneficial without completely 
denouncing their Black identity and isolating themselves from the Black community in 
order to hide their ethnicity. As a practice that was common in America during the early 
1900s, John H. Burma provides an analysis of a case study of 346 families of mixed 
racial background made by Dr. Caroline Day in 1932. The study found that of those 
families, “10 percent had one or more members who had lost their racial identity and 
married white. In an additional 6 percent, there was a person who periodically, but not 
permanently, passed as white.”71  Burma also adds a noteworthy explanation as to why 
six of those who were identified as passing as white would not do so permanently. 
Expressing that  
some Negroes fear to take such a dangerous and radical step, but some, too, lack 
the common incentives for passing, since they have reached a position in the 
upper class of the Negro group, financially and socially, and do not care to 
exchange that place for a lower-middle-class position in the white group. This is 
particularly true of women, who notoriously do not pass in as large numbers as do 
men. Being a preferred marital group, these women can usually do better for 
themselves by remaining in the Negro group.72 
 
 Cuzzens’ recollection of her childhood touch on the subject of bi-racial children 
and how they were perceived and identified by themselves and others. She herself 
identified as Black, and said, “when you look Black, you are Black.” When speaking of 
her brother Carl (Spelling discrepancy, Carl in census and Karel in interview), Cuzzens 
states that  
Karel was the fairest one in the family and he had the nappy hair. But Karel never 
passed for white. Karel always went with the white boys. I don’t think I ever saw 
Karel but once with a coloured girl when he grew up and that was Edith Freeman. 
But he was more or less always on the white side. And everybody knew though 
who Karel was: Karel was a Harding. And even when Karel married his wife, and 
[she] met all of us and we would go to his home in St. Thomas and our pictures 
 
71 Burma, “The Measurement”,20. 




would be on the wall. We had no problem about race. We were just Black and 
loved it.73 
 
This statement presents a great deal of information regarding racial tension and interracial 
relations at the time. First it suggests that within the community, racial identity was not 
only tied to the colour of your skin, but also to your last name. Due to the size of the 
community, last names were used as a marker of racial identity, and “Harding” meant 
Black. Second, though Carl was fair skinned, he did not identify nor pass as white. Yet, 
Cuzzens still refers to Carl as being “more or less always on the white side”74 and states 
that although they grew up in a predominantly Black neighbourhood and took jobs within 
the Black community he was also accepted by his white peers and mostly socialized with 
white boys and dated white girls.75  
Although clear racial tensions within the wider society were documented through 
numerous cross burnings credited to the Ku Klux Klan in Ontario in communities such as 
Chatham, Dresden, St. Thomas, Ingersoll and London in 192576, Cuzzens’ brother was 
able to integrate with both the Black and white community in Chatham during his 
adolescence. While mentioning her brother Carl’s ability to pass within the community, 
she also touches on the racial tensions and segregation of Chatham at the time. She states 
that as children, they were referred to as “darkies” at sporting events and that it was 
completely unheard of for Blacks to eat in restaurants in all of Canada.77 She also speaks 
on racial segregation in public places such as movie theatres where the designated Black 
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section was widely referred to as “N----” Haven.”78 Cuzzens also highlights how her 
brother Carl made deliberate attempts to defy Chatham’s practice of segregation. Stating 
that “my brother, who didn’t look too dark, would go in the Griffin Theatre when we 
were kids and he’d go in with the white boys he played with. But the usher would single 
him out and put him with the rest of us.”79 
Continuing the conversation regarding her experiences while growing up in 
Chatham, Cuzzens revealed that although she and her family identified as interracial, she 
recalls that as a family her siblings and herself experienced racism and mistreatment 
while enrolled in public school. Stating that fighting and other forms of aggression was 
used as a tactic to assert their position within their elementary school.80 During this 
portion of the interview she also refers to herself and her siblings as Black and mentions 
that “I remember one time at Queen Mary School, a Mr. Pearson was the principal, and 
he’d been having a little trouble with us Blacks so he got us all in his office one day and 
he was gonna whip all of us. Everybody that went was Black.”81 This account provides 
insight into the pendulum that is the biracial experience. Socially, the family was viewed 
as bi-racial and the children had relationships with both Black and white people in the 
community. However, institutionally, race was viewed as a dichotomy and the existence 
or knowledge of any Black ancestry would lead to the children being treated as such. 
Cuzzens also mentions that Carl married a white woman and moved out of the 
city to St. Thomas, Ontario. When asked she states, “And even when Karel married his 
wife, and [she] met all of us and we would go to his home in St. Thomas and our pictures 
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would be on the wall.”82 Although it is not exclusively mentioned, this statement 
provides insight into the nature of Carl’s relationship with his wife and family. It is clear 
that although Carl’s fair complexion made it possible for him to pass in public, he 
identified as Black openly with his wife and in their home with the display of family 
photos.  
Though it was not included in the census data focal to this study, Carl’s marriage 
is also an example of the existence of interracial marriage in Canada. Cuzzens does not 
exclusively mention Carl’s wife by name or make reference to her race. However 
Canadian Voters lists from 1935-198083 and marriage records identify her maiden name 
as Augusta Yarkie.84.Other documents such as her Delayed Statement of Birth, identify 
her parents as Henry Albert and Minnie (or Wilhelmina) Yarkie. Although she was not 
yet born, Augusta’s parents appear in the1911Canada Census in Nipissing, Ontario85. The 
1911 census identifies her family as white and of German and American ancestry. It is 
unknown how Augusta’s parents and community reacted to her marriage to Carl Harding. 
Being from a more northerly area of Ontario, they would not have had much interaction 
with Black people. Harding had come north to work in mining for a time, which is where 
they likely met.  
 Unfortunately, the 1931 Canadian census is not yet available to the public so it is 
not possible to see how they and their children identified racially. However, Carl and 
Augusta’s daughter, Jennifer Miss, provided more information regarding Carl, August, 
and their lives in an interview conducted as part of the project Breaking the Colour 
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Barrier: Wilfred “Boomer” Harding and the Chatham Coloured All-Stars (1932-1939). 
The interview was conducted on October 5, 2016 by  Alastair Staffen. In this interview, 
Miss described her father’s complexion and provided insight into how his family 
dynamic was affected by race relations. Describing her father as being a “white 
mulatto”86 Miss also states that “He was the only one in the family who was red headed, a 
freckle faced little white boy. He had many complications from his birth, primarily he felt 
like he didn’t fit, and I think he probably had problems with relationships in the 
neighbourhood because of that. His family was all slightly darker skinned.”87  While 
discussing her father’s participation in sports, Miss also touches on the racial tensions 
present during his childhood stating that “he was definitely ostracised”88 and 
missed opportunities, and I think that he felt he missed a lot of opportunities 
because of his colour, and because of his family. I don’t think he was accepted as 
a black kid in the neighbourhood, and he didn’t really get to play the sports that 
he wanted to play in Chatham- Kent and he had to grow up and leave.89 
 
This statement provides great detail into the process of “passing” and all that it entailed. 
She claimed that Carl had difficulty fitting in with the Black community because of his 
complexion but was also limited in social and economic mobility within the white 
community. Although his fair complexion gave him access to some benefits of white 
society, he was identified as coming from a Black family. Therefore, moving to another 
city where they did not know his family increased his opportunities for work and allowed 
for him to play sports. 
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Though Miss does not explicitly  mention her mother by name, she provides an 
introspective account  of Carl’s marriage to her mother that slightly differs from 
Cuzzens’ account. When discussing her family dynamic Miss states that  
my mother and he had some disagreements with his involvement with his family. 
She didn’t want to be as involved with the family and had her little life in St. 
Thomas and did not spend a lot of time with his family. He was the one who went 
and spent time with his family. Until I was about ten or eleven, he would take me 
and I remember that, but then after that I don’t remember much involvement with 
the family at all. And I lost contact...90 
 
Miss does not explain why her mother did not want to be involved with his family, but 
this reluctance could also be an indication of the social climate of the time. The 
disconnect between this family in Chatham and his wife in St. Thomas suggests the 
dilemmas for passing bi-racial people.  Some were expected to completely denounce the 
part of their heritage that was perceived as lesser status in hopes of legitimizing their 
claims to the benefits of identifying with the higher-status group. Doing so, as in the case 
of Carl Harding, meant becoming disconnected with his parents and siblings.  
When the 1931 census records are made public, it will be interesting to see how 
Carl was categorized racially in a different city, as a passing adult. Without his parents as 
a visible marker of his ethnicity, would Carl have chosen to identify as white alongside 
his wife?  If Jennifer was not an only child, how would she and her siblings be identified 
racially in the census?  How did the family’s racial ambiguity affect their social standing 
and interactions with the community without a predominate black population? The 
answers to the following questions would provide an abundance of information on the 
obscure experience of interracial families in not only Ontario, but Canada as a whole. 
 
 







 Using Chatham, Ontario as a case study, it is apparent that even in the absence of 
formal “miscegenation” laws, the study of interracial relationships can provide insight 
into the history of race relations in Canada. With focus on bi-racial families living in 
Chatham from 1901-1921 trends in the use of terms, population settlement, marriage 
amongst Black and white men and women can be used to emphasize power relations in 
regard to status was well as highlights evidence of racial fluidity and contradictions in 
racial labelling and identity. 
 Highlighting not only the existence of interracial families; this study emphasizes 
how external factors impacted the population size and settlement patterns of these 
families. Primarily headed by Black males who worked as labourers, these interracial 
families lived in Black neighbourhoods. When women married Black men, their status 
reflected their husbands’, shown by the example of the white woman, Tilda Wilson, 
widow of a Black man, living in a primarily Black neighbourhood. . For the most part, 
the children of Black fathers and white mothers were defined by their fathers’ ethnicity in 
the census.  
This study also found a gradual shift from the use of terms that suggested mixed 
race heritage such as “mulatto” suggesting a growing  solidity of racial lines. In the mid-
19th century, the term “mulatto” was used (by white people) to define some people of 
colour in Chatham. By the early 20th-century, the census takers rarely used the term, and 
tended to define children of mixed unions by their fathers’ race and ethnicity. Despite the 
decreased documentation  of racial fluidity, there were still some evidence of it, for 




four “white” children. As well, testimonies of Carl Harding’s ability to pass as white in 
different social settings also suggested that racial categories were more fluid than was 
indicated in the census. 
    Nonetheless, in order to fully explore and understand the topic of bi-racial 
unions and identity in Canada, I believe it would be beneficial to study other cities in 
Canada with historically large Black populations such as Nova Scotia, Niagara Falls, 
Toronto, and Windsor. The larger population size would provide historians with greater 
understanding of the prevalence and patterns of interracial marriages in Canada as well as 
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